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Potential Implications
• An understanding of framework conditions, or 

foundational elements, that may support 
transition in adapting communities may 
inform supportive public policymaking in the 
following ways:

• Lessons from local-level transition 
initiatives

• An understanding of how the five 
study variables associate with 
economic status in the region

• An understanding of the role that 
each of the study variables plays in 
sustainable development
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Methodology
Study Site Selection
• The economic status for all counties in the ARC-defined Central and North Central sub-regions were recorded 

from 2006 to 2017 (149 counties total from KY, OH, TN, VA, WV).
• Counties with no active or retired coal mine or coal-fired power plant were omitted, using sources from the 

Energy Information Administration and the Environmental Protection Agency.
• The economic status trend for all 69 “coal-impacted” counties was identified and sorted into three 

classifications:
• Transitioning: Net Increase in Status
• Maintaining: No Change in Status
• Declining: Net Decrease in Status

Framework Conditions

Why Focus on Central 
Appalachia?
• The Central and North Central Appalachian 

sub-regions have a longstanding history of 
natural resource extraction-related boom-
and-bust cycles.

• A history of relatively pervasive 
environmental, social, and economic issues in 
the region, paired with the pressure to adapt 
to evolving economic trends makes Central 
Appalachia an excellent case study on policy 
for sustainable development.

• Lessons from Central Appalachia may inform 
sustainability research and practice in other 
regions with economies historically 
dependent on natural resource extraction.

• Findings from this study may contribute to 
scholarship on effective policy approaches for 
managing natural resource boom-and-bust 
cycles, as well as effective institution-building 
vis-à-vis the Resource Curse.

Preliminary Findings
• Of the 149 counties in Central and North Central Appalachia, 69 have active or 

retired coal mines (dating back to 1983) and/or active or retired coal-fired 
power plants.

• 11 counties have improved economic statuses from 2006 to 2017 (Majority: 
West Virginia).

• 48 counties have maintained economic statuses from 2006 to 2017 (Majority: 
Kentucky).

• 10 counties have declined economic statuses from 2006 to 2017 (Majority: 
Ohio).

Current Status and Next Steps (as of July 2017)
• Survey will be administered to county and regional officials online and mail-in
• Data on Economic Diversification, Human Capital, and Social Capital will be 

collected
• Data will be collated and analyzed
• Timeline: Expected completion in Spring 2018

Abstract
Since 2007, the trend in electricity generation from 
coal fired power plants has been on the decline, 
while in the same timeframe electricity generation 
from natural gas and rewnewables has been 
steadily increasing. In fact, in 2016 natural gas 
surpassed coal as the leading fuel for electricity 
generation at the utility scale, per the Energy 
Information Administration (EIA). This shift in the 
energy sector has had significant implications for 
Central Appalachian communities which have been 
dependent on the coal industry as a staple of their 
local economies. This shift represents the bust in a 
typical boom-and-bust cycle that accompanies 
natural resource extraction industries, albeit more 
likely to be lasting. Given these trends in sources 
for electricity generation, there is a need to 
understand foundational elements that may 
support coal-impacted communities to transition 
their local economies to ones that are carbon-
constrained, diverse, and sustainable. It is the 
researcher’s hypothesis that framework conditions 
which support economic transition vary slightly by 
community, but that in all communities the 
following may be supportive: higher levels of 
economic diversification, higher levels of human 
capital, higher levels of social capital (community 
engagement), and the presence and use of public 
policy that supports post-coal economic 
development. The effect of these variables on 
economic improvement is measured using the 
differences-in-differences technique.
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Framework Condition Metric

Economic Diversification (Secondary Data)
Employment by NAICS by county, GDP by 

NAICS, Employment by occupation

Human Capital (Secondary Data)
Educational Attainment (High School and 

College Completion)

Social Capital (Secondary Data)
Community Engagement (Bridging: # of 

nonprofits per 1000 population, Bonding: 
concentration of churches per county)

Use of Public Policy Supportive of 
Transition (Survey of County 

Commissioners and LDD Directors)

Use of federal, state, and local policy 
approaches aimed at economic transition


